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POULTICE. 

By  Sir  Lauder  Brunton,  M.T).,  F.B.S. 

At  first  sight  the  title  of  this  paper  may  seem  to  many  of  our 
readers  absurd,  and  the  idea  that  medical  men  require  any 
instruction  in  making  a poultice  preposterous,  but  we  have  been 
led  to  write  it  from  seeing  tliat  many  students  and  some  prac- 
titioners do  not  distinguish  between  the  proper  methods  of 
making  a poultice  for  surgical  and  for  medical  use.  Many, 
perhaps  most,  students  spend  a great  part  of  their  four  years’ 
curriculum  in  surgical  study,  and  devote  a comparatively  small 
portion  of  it  to  medicine.  This  may  partly  be  the  reason  why 
they  do  not  learn  the  best  ways  of  making  poultices  for  tbe 
relief  of  internal  pain : but  another  reason  is,  that  in  hospitals 
poultices  are  made  in  certain  ways  for  the  sake  of  cleanliness 
and  economy,  and  these  ways  are  not  always  the  best  possible 
for  private  patients,  although  they  may  be  the  best  under  the 
conditions  which  obtain  in  hospitals.  Every  one  knows  the 
relief  which  a poultice  affords  when  the  finger  is  inflamed,  and 
has  noticed  how  the  painful  throbbing  diminishes  after  its 
application.  Most  people  have  noticed  also  that  dipping  the 
finger  in  cold  water  has  a similar  action,  and  it  seems  strange 
to  many  that  the  opposite  conditions  of  heat  and  cold  should 
have  a similar  effect.  The  reason  probably  is  that  both  heat 
and  cold  lessen  the  force  of  the  impulse  with  which  tbe  blood 
is  driven  through  the  dilated  arteries  of  the.  inflamed  parts 
against  the  block  which  exists  in  the  capillaries.  Cold  causes 
the  afferent  arteries  to  contract,  and  lessens  the  impact  of  the 
blood  by  diminishing  the  quantity  sent  to  the  inflamed  part ; a 
poultice  lessens  the  impact  by  dilating  the  capillaries  sur- 
rounding the  seat  of  inflammation  and  affording  a ready  side 
outlet  into  the  veins.  In  surgical  cases  we  usually  use  the 
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warmth  and  moisture  of  the  poultice  to  act  directly  on  the 
surface.  We  therefore  make  the  poultice  with  crushed  linseed 
or  with  linseed  meal  and  oil,  spread  it  on  some  tow,  and  apply 
it  to  the  skin  without  anything  intervening.  But  useful  though 
this  method  may  he  for  wounds,  ulcers,  and  abscesses,  it  is  not 
the  best  form  of  application  in  cases  of  inflammation  of  the 
thoracic  or  abdominal  viscera,  or  where  spasm  is  present  without 
inflammation.  In  such  cases  we  may,  no  doubt,  do  some  good 
by  applying  the  poultice  to  the  surface  exactly  as  in  surgical 
diseases.  We  may  draw  off  some  of  the  blood  to  the  surface  ; 
and  we  may  also  exercise  a reflex  action  through  the  nerves  upon 


Tlie  upper  figure  represents  the  hag  empty ; the  lower  one  the  bag 
filled  and  sewn  up. 

the  vessels  of  the  inflamed  organ  below,  but  this  will  not  be  so 
great  if  we  influence  the  surface  only,  as  when  we  allow  the 
heat  to  penetrate  to  the  inflamed  or  irritated  organs  themselves. 
If  we  apply  the  poultice  directly  to  the  skin  it  must  be  allowed 
to  become  tolerably  cool  before  the  patient  can  bear  it,  and  thus 
half  its  advantage  is  lost.  In  order  to  relieve  spasm,  as  in 
colic — intestinal,  biliary,  or  renal;  to  relieve  inflammation  of 
the  pleura,  the  lungs,  the  liver,  or  other  organs,  we  want  to 


apply  the  poultice  as  hot  as  possible,  while  we  protect  the  skin 
from  being  scalded. 

In  order  to  do  this,  a flannel  bag  should  be  prepared,  a con- 
venient size  being  twelve  inches  by  eight ; this  should  be  closed 
at  three  edges  and  open  at  the  fourth ; one  side  of  should  be 
about  one  inch  or  one  inch  and  a half  longer  than  the  other,  as 
represented  in  the  diagram,  and  it  is  convenient  also  to  have 
four  tapes  attached  at  the  points  which  form  the  corners  when 
the  bag  is  closed,  in  order  to  keep  the  poultice  in  position. 
Besides  this,  another  strip  of  flannel  should  be  prepared  of  the 
same  breadth  as  the  length  of  the  bag,  and  long  enough  to  wrap 
round  it  once  or  oftener.  Crushed  linseed,  bowl,  and  spoon 
should  then  be  got  together,  and  the  spoon  and  bowl  thoroughly 
heated  by  means  of  boiling  water ; the  poultice  should  then  be 
made  with  perfectly  boiling  water,  and  rather  soft.  As  soon  as 
it  is  ready,  it  should  be  poured  into  the  bag,  previously  warmed 
by  holding  it  before  the  fire  ; the  flap  which  is  formed  by  the 
longest  side  of  the  bag  should  now  be  turned  down  and  fastened 
in  its  place  by  a few  long  stitches  with  a needle  and  thread,  it 
should  then  be  quickly  wrapped  in  the  strip  of  flannel  (also  pre- 
viously warmed),  and  fastened  in  situ,  if  necessary,  by  means  of 
the  tapes.  It  may  be  covered  outside  with  a sheet  of  cotton 
wool.  In  this  way  the  poultice  may  be  applied  boiling  hot  to 
the  skin  without  burning ; the  two  layers  of  flannel  which  are 
at  first  dry  allow  the  heat  to  pass  very  gradually  indeed  to  the 
skin  ; as  the  moisture  of  the  poultice  soaks  through  them,  they 
become  better  conductors,  and  the  heat  passes  more  quickly,  but 
the  increase  is  so  gradual  as  not  to  cause  any  painful  sensations 
whatever,  but  only  one  of  soothing  and  comfort.  The  poultice 
also  naturally  keeps  much  longer  hot,  and  the  necessity  for 
changing  it  aiises  much  less  frequently. 

The  difference  between  the  effect  of  a poultice  made  in  the 
ordinary  way,  and  in  the  manner  just  described,  is  sometimes 
exceedingly  striking.  It  is,  perhaps,  less  marked  in  cases  of 
inflammation  than  in  those  of  spasm.  We  have  seen  a patient 
suffering  irom  intense  abdominal  pain  at  once  relieved  by  a 
poultice  made  in  the  way  just  described,  although  a succession 
of  poultices  made  in  the  ordinary  way  had  been  utterly  useless. 


This  way  of  making  poultices  is  one  of  the  minutiae  of  medical 
practice ; apparently  extremely  trivial,  but  really,  we  believe, 
very  important.  The  relief  which  we  have  seen  afforded  by 
poultices  made  in  this  way,  and  the  knowledge  that  some  prac- 
titioners at  least  are  ignorant  of  the  method,  must  be  our 
apology  for  drawing  attention  to  such  a trivial  detail. 
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